SUMMARY The case notes of 946 patients with primary and 854 with secondary syphilis who attended the department of genitourinary medicine at the Middlesex Hospital in 1965-84 were analysed retrospectively. Most patients were homosexual men, and the proportion of homosexuals showed a significant (p < 0.0005) upward trend during the study period. There was also a significant upward trend in the percentage of British attenders (p < 0.0001), as well as an increase in patients in social classes I, II, or III non-manual (p < 0 0001). Homosexual men had a greater number of sexual partners than heterosexuals or women, and were also more likely to have had a sexually transmitted disease. The proportion of homosexuals with multiple partners showed a significant (p < 0.0005) upward trend during the study period.
Syphilis is one of the most diverse and fascinating diseases affecting man, and until a few decades ago was extremely common. Necropsies in the first half of the century showed a prevalence of 5-10%.' 2 The widespread use of antibiotics, however, coupled with specific sensitive serological tests and adequate provision of diagnostic and treatment facilities, have led to a dramatic decline in numbers of cases. In 1984 only 3101 cases were reported from sexually transmitted disease (STD) clinics3 compared with 27 761 in 1946 (Communicable Disease Surveillance Centre (CDSC), unpublished data). The decline in the prevalence of syphilis has led to a decrease in interest in the disease, and as a consequence very few modern studies have been undertaken. To rectify this we conducted a study of the clinical features, serology, treatment, follow up, and demographic characteristics of patients with primary and secondary syphilis who attended this clinic in 1965-84. The demographic features are considered in this first part of the study.
Patients and methods
We analysed retrospectively the clinical notes of all Address for reprints: Dr A Mindel, Academic Department of Geniurinary Medicine, Middlesex Hospital Medical School, James Pringle House, London WIN 8AA.
Accepted for publication 7 February 1987 patients with primary or secondary syphilis diagnosed in 1965-84. Information about age, social class, nationality, and sexual orientation were recorded on a standardised recording schedule. Social class was assessed using the Registrar General's classification of occupation. 4 To measure the amount of sexual activity we recorded the number of sexual partners in the three months before diagnosis and the history of STDs.
To assess whether any change had occurred in the demographic characteristics during the 20 years of the study, we analysed in five year blocks information about social class, nationality, and sexual orientation.
Statistical tests used included the x2, the MannWhitney U, and the x2 trend test.
Results
We analysed the notes of 946 patients with primary and 854 with secondary syphilis. Thirty (3%) of the patients with primary and 58 (7%) of those with secondary syphilis were women. Of the 916 men with primary syphilis 627 (68%) were homosexual, 184 (20%) heterosexual, and 101 (11%) bisexual. A similar breakdown was seen in the 796 men with secondary syphilis; 631 (79%) were homosexual, 75 (9%) heterosexual, and 86 (11%) bisexual. In both groups there were four men whose sexual orientation could not be identified. (30) 85 (22) 55 (9) 25 (5) Bisexual men 44 (14) 45 (12) 52 (9) 46 (9) Women 23 (7) 32 (8) 22 (4) lI (2) (table 3) .
The number of homosexuals with a history of syphilis, rectal gonorrhoea, non-specific genital infection 
